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REVELATION: AN EXPOSITION. 



By the Rev. Professor Walter Rauschenbusch, 
Rochester Theological Seminary. 



The majestic and resonant exordium of the epistle to the 
Hebrews, " God, having of old time spoken unto the fathers in 
the prophets by divers portions and in divers manners, hath at 
the end of these days spoken unto us in his Son, whom he 
appointed heir of all things, through whom also he made the 
worlds," makes three great affirmations concerning divine reve- 
lation : first, that God has spoken to humanity ; second, that this 
revelation in times past was fragmentary in its contents and 
manifold in its forms ; and, third, that at the end of that epoch 
this historical process of revelation culminated in one who by 
his peculiar relations to God guarantees a perfection to which the 
broken and incomplete revelations of former days did not attain. 
We may best reach the writer's thought by considering each of 
these affirmations separately. 

I. The fact of revelation. — There is a large sense in which 
all the universe is a revelation of God. The starry heavens tell 
of his infinitude ; the cataracts are his voices ; the sunbeams his 
messengers of love ; the immutable laws of nature are solemn 
preachers of his justice ; and even the eggshell thrown from the 
robin's nest testifies to his wisdom. Since the creation of the 
world, as Paul says, the invisible character of God, his everlast- 
ing power and godhead, has been discerned through his visible 
works. The rain that has moistened the fields, the food that 
has filled our hearts with gladness, have been witnesses to God. 
In the rulings of history he has manifested himself to men, 
"that they should seek him, if haply they might feel after him 
and find him ; though indeed he is not far from each one of us ; 
for in him we live and move and have our being." The darken- 
ing of the mind and the deterioration of the passions are also 
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mentioned in Scripture as a revelation, but a revelation of the 
wrath of God against all ungodliness and unrighteousness. 

This general revelation of God in the structure and order of 
the material universe and in the moral processes of history has 
not been useless. The mere fact that all over the world men 
have had a religion of some kind, that they have groped through 
the darkness for a God whom they felt to be near, is a serious 
and pathetic fact. It is as if the race had nearly lost one of its 
senses or else not yet fully acquired it, and was haunted by 
strange shadows, calling and beckoning with chills of terror or 
thrills of blessedness, telling of a marvelous world lying close 
to us, and yet almost out of reach. 

Into this blindness of ours God has reached down and has 
revealed himself to men by a special historic process aiming 
toward the establishment of the kingdom of God on earth. His 
revelation has not consisted in the impartation of theoretic 
knowledge or of a system of truth, but in external acts and 
inward impressions which gave the recipient an immediate certi- 
tude of the presence and power of the Eternal, and some under- 
standing of the character and purposes of God. In many cases 
it was probably not so much the communication of a new idea as 
rather a quickening of hopes and thoughts that had been attained 
in other ways. They had been lying in the mind as surmises 
and longings ; God touched them and they became divine truth 
and certainty. In other cases there was a penetration of the 
soul by a divine light and faith, in which it reached out toward 
the future or up toward God and saw things unseen before and 
knew them to be truth. Thus did God reveal himself to men 
and give them knowledge of himself ; not the cold knowledge of 
speculation, but the burning, overpowering knowledge of reli- 
gious experience. And those who received it declared it to 
others with that instinct of fellowship and communication which 
God has attached to the knowledge of the truth as a spiritual 
instinct of propagation. Of those who heard, some received it 
on the authority of the faith of those who told them, and passed 
it on as moral law and traditional religion ; but some were led by 
these declarations to reexperience it, and perhaps to add to it 
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by some view from a still loftier peak of the prophetic Pisgah. 
Thus a kind of capital of truth has been accumulated slowly ; 
sometimes it has been partly lost again and blurred, then redis- 
covered and added to. 

We can distinguish, then, between two meanings of the word 
"revelation;" the act of revelation, in which God manifests his 
life and something of his character and purposes to a prophetic 
soul ; and second the accumulating results of such processes of 
revelation. The latter are so important, so helpful to the 
reexperiencing of actual revelation, that this revealed sum of 
truth is also called revelation. So especially the Bible, in which 
we have the record of the revelations of God to holy men ; their 
visions of the character of God ; their inspired interpretations of 
history ; and their outlooks into God's purposes for the future. 
But it must not be forgotten that the Bible is only in a secondary 
sense "revelation;" it is the result of revelation and in turn an 
aid to revelation ; but revelation in the closest sense of the word 
is always an act of the living God, a personal contact between 
his spirit and the spirit of a man, whereby the latter is quickened 
and enlightened. 

We have probably made a mistake in regarding the act of 
revelation as a very rare act which happened to few men in the 
world's history; and by thus setting it apart as something rare 
we have helped to keep it rare. We have put it out of the reach 
of our own hopes and aspirations. It is true that there have been 
but few minds in the history of redemption who have been able 
by the revelations they received to lift the religious life of man- 
kind perceptibly higher ; but in the intervals between Abraham 
and Moses and Isaiah and Paul and Luther and Wesley and Carey 
there has been a great multitude of soul-s that have really received 
divine light from God. There were many prophets in Israel, 
recognized as such by their contemporaries, of whom we have 
only a bare trace, and doubtless more who have been quite for- 
gotten. The influence of the great religious leaders alone would 
have been insufficient to keep the true knowledge of God alive 
in the damp and chilling atmosphere of the world if there had 
not been a great throng of souls whose inward life was nourished 
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by God, not indirectly, but directly, by personal revelation. 
Shall we not go farther ? Shall we not say that none recognizes 
Jesus as the Christ of God by mere hearsay or instruction ; that 
flesh and blood never reveal him ; that a revelation from God 
is necessary for it ? Paul describes his own experience by that 
very word : "When it pleased God to reveal his Son in me." Is 
it too daring to say that all really spiritual light is kindled by 
God himself? Paul was always anxious to cut off all human 
boasting by throwing us back absolutely on the grace of God 
for our salvation. Are we then not dependent on God for the 
light of God, which is one aspect of salvation ? 

God has spoken, not a few times, but as often as he could 
find a soul capable of hearing his voice ; those who heard him 
told what they heard and thereby encouraged others to listen to 
the divine voice and give heed to it, thus passing on the heavenly 
fire on earth ; also something of what they heard and experienced 
was added to the capital of religious thought which was handed 
down from generation to generation, and accepted as itself a 
revelation ; and again some part of this knowledge was under God's 
providence put into writing and collected in our Bible, which we 
hold in reverence as a precious gift of God, as the great treasure 
house of revelations and religious experiences. 

2. The incompleteness of the former revelations. — "God, having 
of old time spoken unto the fathers in the prophets by divers 
portions and in divers manners." The revelations of God in the 
prophets were iroXu/tepis k<u irokvTpoirms, in many parts, and by 
many methods. They were fragmentary in their contents and 
varied in their manner. 

The entire epistle to the Hebrews is a commentary on this 
expression of the incompleteness and imperfection of the reve- 
lations before Christ. There was a sense of that incompleteness 
not only in those who had seen perfection in Jesus, but even in 
those who lived before Christ. The humility expressed in the 
tone of expectancy, the longing for better things, for a richer 
outpouring of the Spirit, for a more abundant prevalence of the 
word of God, is splendid evidence of the real inspiration of the 
prophets of Israel. They had seen the vision of God and they 
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knew there was more to come. They had sought to express 
what they had heard, and they knew that they were only spell- 
ing out the message laboriously and imperfectly. What a dar- 
ing criticism of the religious life of his own day there is in that 
splendid prophecy of Jeremiah: "Behold the days come, 
saith Jehovah, that I will make a new covenant with the house 
of Israel and with the house of Judah ; .... I will put my 
law in their inward parts, and in their hearts will I write it ; 
.... and they shall no more teach every man his neighbor 
and every man his brother, saying, ' Know the Lord ; ' for they 
shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest of 
them" (Jer. 31: 31-34). He describes there the laborious 
inculcation of fragments of religious knowledge, which, after 
all is done, still remain an external possession. The revelations 
of the Old Testament were fragmentary, not only to those who 
heard them from the prophets, but also to the prophets them- 
selves. Their constant phrase is "the word of Jehovah came;" 
and then follows some brief message, and the voice ceases 
again. The more we search the Old Testament, the more we 
recognize that it is composed of fragmentary revelations put 
together. They came to the prophets in relation to some defi- 
nite event with which they had to deal and concerning which 
they were assured of God's view and his will. That makes the 
Bible so definite, so tangible; it never floats off into religious 
theorizing; it builds no systems ; it keeps its feet on the ground; 
it is intensely practical and historical. But its parts are also by 
that very characteristic incomplete and fragmentary. There is 
unity in its diversity ; remarkable unity, if one considers the 
number of men who contributed to it and the period of time 
covered by their activity ; but it is a unity of conviction rather 
than of thought ; a oneness of source rather than of workman- 
ship. 

These revelations were also divers in their manner. They 
had to be, for those who received them were not equally recep- 
tive to the word of Jehovah. The pure in heart see God ; and 
the purer their hearts, the clearer their vision. There is a 
stronger ring in some of the prophetic books than in others, a 
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loftier view of God and of Israel's destiny in Isaiah than in 
Daniel. 

But let us turn from the task of pointing out the limitations 
of the ancient revelations to the more congenial task of exalt- 
ing the perfect revelation in the Son of God. The writer of 
Hebrews does not contrast the old with the new in order to 
depreciate Moses or the Aaronic priesthood, but in order to 
bring his hearers to a realization of the wealth of privilege in 
Christ. Many prophets and righteous men desired to see the 
things which we see and saw them not ; and to hear the things 
which we hear and heard them not. The least in the kingdom 
of God is greater than the greatest before. But it humbles us 
to think how poorly we use our privileges. Think of what the 
great prophet of the exile would have seen and sung about the 
Servant of Jehovah if he had read the gospels, when he so 
described the sufferings of the Lamb of God seen dimly and 
far off. 

3. The culminating revelation in the Son of God. — " God, hav- 
ing of old time spoken unto the fathers in the prophets by 
divers portions and in divers manners, hath at the end of these 
days spoken unto us in his Son, whom he appointed heir of all 
things, through whom also he made the worlds." The revela- 
tion in the Son came "at the end of these days ;" it inaugurated 
a new epoch. It brought revelation to its culmination. Let us 
consider in what ways that is true. 

First, the teachings of Jesus gather together the fragmen- 
tary perceptions of truth that preceded him and unite them in 
a grander whole, completing them where they lacked. He said 
of himself that he fulfilled the law, and he referred, not to his 
perfect obedience to the law, but to his completion and perfec- 
tion of its precepts. He forbade not only murder, but also 
hate ; not only adultery, but also lust ; not only false swearing, 
but all swearing ; not only unfair revenge, but also moderate 
retaliation. He also perfected the previous revelations of God's 
will in the moral law by breaking away the deposit of ritualism 
and legalism that had encrusted it, and by laying bare the 
simple and eternal principles on which the laws rested ; so, for 
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instance, in regard to the law of the Sabbath. His teaching 
also gathered up and brought to their culmination the previous 
revelations concerning the character of God. The God of Jesus 
Christ is as just and holy a God as the God of the Old Testa- 
ment, but there is no vengeful terror in him, nothing to frighten 
into superstitious efforts to placate his inexplicable anger. The 
God of Jesus Christ is surely as loving a God as any that the 
most aspiring soul in olden times dared to believe in. What a 
marvelous cry it was that Moses heard among the crags of 
Sinai: "Jehovah, Jehovah, a God full of compassion and gra- 
cious, slow in anger and plenteous in mercy and truth ; keeping 
mercy for thousands, forgiving iniquity, transgression, and sin." 
But that and all the sweetest strains from the prophet of the 
exile are but as leaves of the plant, the flower whereof is the word 
that Christ has taught us : "Our Father in heaven." Even if 
we should consider nothing but the teachings of Jesus, the pene- 
trating moral law, the views of life and the characterizations of 
God contained in his utterances, we should understand the 
deepening awe with which our Scripture passage turns from the 
fragmentary revelations of the past to the culminating revelation 
in Christ. 

But the revelation of God in Christ is greater than the teach- 
ings of Jesus. Christ did not receive revelations ; he was the 
revelation. The prophets received communications from God, 
and knew that they received them. To them it was the distin- 
guishing mark of a true prophet that he received communications 
from Jehovah, while the false prophet spoke his own mind and 
fancies. Is Christ ever represented as receiving such communi- 
cations? We remember several instances of a voice speaking 
to him from heaven, but even that is said to have been more for 
the sake of confirming others in their faith than of informing 
Christ. He drew from the depths of his own nature and con- 
sciousness. His words were but expressions of himself. His 
vision of God and the kingdom was not the ideal of a few hours 
of exaltation, but was one with his life. The prophets distin- 
guished between the revelation received and themselves. Christ 
does not. He was one with his message. The word of the 
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Lord came to Jeremiah ; Christ was the word of God. Aoyos 
<rap£ iya>€To. The Word had become human nature. The prophet 
could say at times : " He that hears my words hears the words 
of God ; " Christ could say at all times : " He that sees me sees 
the Father." 

There is no higher revelation conceivable for us than this, 
that a human life should become by nature and experience the 
complete and clear expression of the will of God for men. There 
is nothing so intelligible, nothing so universal as a human life 

Where truth in closest words shall fail, 
Yet truth embodied in a tale 
Shall enter in at lowly doors. 
And so the Word had breath, and wrought 
With human hands the creed of creeds 
In loveliness of perfect deeds, 
More strong than all poetic thought. 
Which he may read that binds the sheaf, 
Or builds the house, or digs the grave, 
And those wild eyes that watch the wave 
In roarings round the coral reef. 

The same poet has said : " Our little systems have their day, 
They have their day and cease to be." True enough ; there are 
few things that have so short a day as a system, and there is 
nothing that lives so long as human nature. Moreover, if the 
revelation of God was to be for babes, it must not be by a sys- 
tem, for a system demands a trained mind. If salvation were 
for those who understood a system of truth, salvation would 
belong to refined brain cells. If Christianity were, as some say, 
a religion of a book, it would be a religion of the favored classes. 
But it is not a religion of a book, but of a man, and a man is 
both the most unfathomable and the simplest object of human 
knowledge. It requires only a childlike heart, a limpid soul, to 
understand the revelation of God in Christ. " Blessed are the 
poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom." 

Christ excels the former revelations because he imposes no 
outward law. In him the daring hope of Jeremiah, to which we 
have referred, was fulfilled. The moral law is more incisive, more 
sweeping, more categorical than ever since Christ, and yet there 
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is no legalism in him. He writes his law on our hearts. When 
we have come to know Christ the law is no longer a barrier 
without, against which we chafe, but an impulse within, which 
lifts us and in which we glory. The office of the rabbi who 
imposes truth from without is abolished. No man need say to 
his brother: "Sit thou down here and I will teach thee to know 
God." Now we take our brother by the hand and bring him to 
meet Jesus, and there he learns to know God by the secret 
intuitions of love and the molding touches of fellowship. 

We have been told that when Dr. H. C. Mabie was at Ongole, 
in India, he met a number of educated Hindus. They asked 
him the old question of Lessing's Nathan : " How can we know 
that Christianity is better than other religions, when all claim to 
be the best?" He answered with the wisdom of a scribe who 
has been made a disciple to the kingdom of heaven. He did 
not talk about the proof by miracles and prophecies. He did 
not reason about the superiority of the Bible to other sacred 
books. He told them that Christianity was the only religion 
that offered to prove itself today to anyone who was willing to 
make a trial of it. Is not that the simplicity of truth? Other 
methods of proof always address themselves to the disputatious 
instinct in man. They demand reasoning ability and historical 
investigation. Those who have not that ability, or have so much 
of it that they grow weary of it, will succumb and accept on 
authority, and thus they surrender the freedom of the Christian 
man and enter into bondage once more. Others accept the 
challenge and reason ; in the worst cases they lose themselves 
in negations that can never save ; in the best cases they secure a 
degree of probability which always leaves room for haunting 
doubts. True Christianity puts a man face to face with Christ 
and bids him see what he can find there. And if he does not 
fall down at once and hail him with Thomas : " My Lord and my 
God," but simply tells us of a man surpassing strong and tender, 
we bid him keep on looking. And slowly the blurring mist of 
worldliness will drop from his eyes, and his soul will become 
capable of measuring the stature of Jesus among men, and it may 
be that he will echo the experience of a great disciple: "The 
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Word became flesh and dwelt among us ; and we gazed upon his 
glory, and found it to be a glory as of the only begotten from 
the Father, full of grace and truth." 

Thus to meet God in Christ does, it is true, presuppose the 
image of Christ, the record of his personality, as laid down in the 
gospels, or preserved in the heart of the church. Yet the spir- 
itual impress of Christ does not depend on historical investiga- 
tion, nor is it affected by historical criticism. It is the most 
solid and indubitable thing in the New Testament and about all 
Christianity. It is not the record of a dead person, whose deeds 
belong to history, but the manifestation of a living personality 
whose present life quickens the image and record of his past 
life, his spirit bearing witness in our hearts to the truth and 
grace of his earthly deeds and words. 

It is a glorious truth that God has spoken to man ; and every 
fragmentary utterance of prophetic souls, however much it may 
be colored by their personality and their times, should be 
precious in our sight if it bears the royal stamp of the divine 
touch and mission. But we glory in the culminating revelation 
of God in his Son ; in the simplicity and strength of his words ; 
in the obedience and unbroken fellowship of his life, which made 
him the unsullied mirror for the effulgence of God's glory, the 
unblurred image of God's substance. He draws us ; he masters 
us ; he transforms us. In him we see God ; in him we possess 
God ; in him God possesses us. 



